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I. YOUTH COURTS: WHAT ARE THEY? 

 
 
Youth courts are juvenile offender 
programs where students determine the 
consequences to be imposed on other 
young people for low-level criminal 
conduct.  Students may assume the role 
of attorneys, court staff, judge, and jury 
in a trial to determine what should 
happen to a peer who has violated the 
law.  Youth court programs also may 
provide services to schools through a 
prevention curriculum on the juvenile 
justice system. 
 
Youth courts are premised on the belief 
that peer influence, properly focused, is 
a powerful weapon against juvenile 
crime.  These courts give young people 
practical experience in the juvenile 
justice system so they may better 
understand their rights, more easily meet 
their responsibilities, and make better 
decisions about their daily lives. 
 
WHERE THEY STARTED 
 
The origins of youth court are a bit 
sketchy.  There are indications that early 
versions of youth courts may have 
existed in the 1940’s.  It is generally 
conceded, however, that the modern 
youth court system had its origins in the 
West Texas city of Odessa in the early 
1980’s  Youth courts rapidly expanded 
throughout Texas, then throughout the 
nation.  Active youth courts currently 
exist from Alaska to Florida and New 
York to California. 
 
It is not certain when the program first 
came to California.  In the mid to late 
80’s programs had been developed in 

Humboldt County and by the Danville 
Police Department in Contra Costa 
County. 
 
WHY THEY WORK 
 
“Recidivism,” the rate offenders later 
return to the criminal justice system with 
new law violations, frequently is used to 
measure the success of judicially 
supervised programs. Approximately 
75%-80% of the adult defendants 
sentenced to state prison return to court 
because of new crimes.  The return rate 
for persons committed to the California 
Youth Authority is approximately 45%-
50%.  Nearly 25% of the minors handled 
in the traditional juvenile justice system 
return with new offenses.  Although 
there have been no formal statistical 
studies of youth courts, anecdotal reports 
indicate that young persons completing 
these programs return to the justice 
system less than 5% of the time.  The 
reasons for such phenomenal success are 
varied.  
 
Unlike any other juvenile program, 
youth courts empower young people by 
giving them the authority to hold other 
youths accountable for decisions they 
make.  Youth court programs bring to 
students an awareness of current laws 
affecting young people and an 
understanding of the juvenile justice 
system. 
 
Youth courts are a new method to divert 
students from the formal court system by 
providing additional options to combat 
juvenile delinquency at its earliest 
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stages.  They interrupt thoughts of 
unlawful activity before a pattern of 
lawbreaking is developed.  The 
programs promote feelings of self-worth 
and motivation for self-improvement; 
they foster a healthy attitude toward 
authority. The trial process challenges its 
mix of volunteers and defendants to 
perform at their highest levels. 
 
Most jurisdictions operate diversion 
programs for low-level, first time 
juvenile offenders.  Diversion caseloads 
typically include such offenses as petty 
theft, trespassing, minors in possession 
of alcohol, and simple assault and 
battery.  While diversion programs have 
been very successful in keeping many 
children from going on to higher levels 
of delinquent behavior, such programs 
generally lack any long-term 
accountability and have no component 
focused on prevention of criminal 
activity before any crime is committed.    
 
With larger caseloads dictated by tough 
budget decisions, probation officers are 
forced to concentrate on the more 
serious offenders.  The entry-level petty 
offenders tend only to receive a “slap on 
the wrist,” and are told to go home and 
“be good.”  Without serious 
consequences to contend with, these 
young offenders will come back again 
and again until they are well entrenched 
in criminal behavior, commit a serious 
offense and are finally brought within 
the jurisdiction of a formal juvenile court 
process.  Youth courts provide the 
needed accountability for these new 
offenders.  

 
With resources being spread ever 
thinner, it is imperative that agencies 
come together in a collaborative effort to 
address and effectively resolve the 

complex issues associated with juvenile 
crime.  Successful youth court programs 
frequently are the result of joint efforts 
by the juvenile court, probation 
department, schools, the district attorney 
and defense bar, mental health agencies 
and police departments. 
 
Whatever style or system of youth court 
is used, the ultimate success of any 
program is rooted in the commitment 
and enthusiasm of those who participate 
in it.  Youth courts have the ability to 
attract and sustain people committed to 
the goal of making a difference in the 
lives of children.  Adult and juvenile 
participants alike quickly learn that even 
a modest effort expended on the program 
will return a huge dividend of gratitude 
from their community. 
 
One of the best descriptions of the 
program came from Justin Bosserman in 
his application for membership as a 
youth member on the Placer County Peer 
Court board of directors:  “This program 
is something unique to those teens who 
have committed crimes.  It offers not 
only a punishment that deters further 
criminal behavior, but something much 
more substantial: a chance to change.  
Every person that I have defended I have 
gotten to know personally, and every 
time the emotions I see them go through 
in a single trial amaze me.  Their fear of 
being judged by their peers, their dealing 
with what they have done, nervousness, 
repentance, and acceptance.  I have seen 
people cry on the stand, I have seen 
them boldly face their consequences, and 
I have seen them learn…..[H]aving their 
own peers judge them makes the verdict 
more real; “this is what your own friends 
think” says far more to today’s teens 
then “this is what the adults think.”



 
 
 
 
II. BUILDING THE PARTNERSHIP  
 
 
 
THE FIRST PLAYERS 
 
The formative stages of any new 
program inevitably involve a number of 
key individuals coming together to 
discuss the desire for the program, the 
perceived needs of the community and 
the initial “vision” of the program itself.  
The initial planning group should be 
small, hopefully composed of people 
who trust each other and have the ability 
to work together.  In the creation of 
programs for our youth there generally is 
no shortage of persons willing to work 
on the project; there frequently is a 
shortage of persons with the ability, 
power and resources to get the job done.   
 
The development of a youth court 
program naturally seems to call for the 
involvement of the following persons 
and agencies: 

 
1. The juvenile court:  
 
It is difficult to imagine any youth 
“court” program being successful 
without the active support of a juvenile 
court judge.  Judges have the ability to 
bring together people with divergent 
interests and competing demands, and 
forge compromises that allow the project 
to move forward.  The influence of 
judges may be critical in bringing along 
people who are necessary to the creation 
of the youth court, but who have reasons 
not to actively support the program. 

 

2. The district attorney: 
 
The ultimate success of a juvenile 
offender program may greatly depend on 
the support of the chief law enforcement 
office of the county.  The district 
attorney must accept the validity of the 
program at its earliest stages.  There 
must be willingness to confront and 
defeat those in the law enforcement 
community who feel that any youth 
program is too “soft” on juvenile 
offenders. 

 
3. The public defender/ private 

defense counsel:   
 
Just as the district attorney must take the 
lead in the law enforcement community, 
the public defender or private defense 
attorney must take the lead in the 
criminal defense community.  Although 
youth courts observe a degree of 
procedural fairness, young offenders 
frequently are asked to give up a number 
of substantial rights in exchange for their 
participation in the program.  It is 
important that the leading defense firm 
appreciate that such trade-offs are 
necessary so long as there are 
appropriate safeguards.  

 
4. The schools:  
 
Schools need to be a contributing partner 
in solving juvenile crime.   If there is a 
desire to develop a crime prevention 
program rather than simply a crime 
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diversion program, schools must be 
committed actively to bringing the youth 
court educational component into the 
classroom.  A close relationship between 
the schools and the court also will assure 
a steady flow of young jurors, attorneys 
and other participants necessary to 
sustain the continued operation of the 
program. 

 
5. The probation department/ law 

enforcement: 
 
Probation departments are charged by 
statute with making initial decisions 
regarding the disposition of most low-
level juvenile offenses.  Probation 
officers will decide whether a particular 
young offender will receive a brief, 
informal counseling session with the 
officer, or be referred to the district 
attorney for the filing of a formal 
petition for wardship in juvenile court.  
Youth court programs will not succeed 
without the willingness of the probation 
department to trust in the decisions of 
the youth courts.  Probation departments 
also will bring to the planning process a 
good understanding of the laws affecting 
juvenile crime and can assist in the 
development of resources to correct the 
improper behavior.  
 
The law enforcement perspective also 
may be provided by police officers who 
work in the juvenile arena.  School 
resource officers and police departments 
with resources allocated to juvenile 
cases can make valuable contributions to 
the program.    
 
 
 
 

THE FIRST MEETING 
 
Depending on the extent of the 
relationship between the persons 
attending the first meeting, all or a 
portion of the following issues need to 
be addressed: 
 
What is the nature and extent of the 
juvenile crime problem in the 
community, particularly with respect to 
low-level first time offenders? 
 
What are schools doing to inform 
students and families of juvenile laws 
and the justice system? 
 
What division programs are being used 
by the probation department and local 
law enforcement agencies; are there 
adequate resources; how effective are 
they in curbing repeat offenses? 
 
How are the needs of the victims of 
juvenile offenses being addressed by the 
juvenile justice system? 
 
Does the current juvenile justice system 
accept and support the concepts of 
restorative justice? 
 
How successful is the existing system in 
preventing young offenders from 
returning to the juvenile justice system?  
 
What resources does each agency have 
in dealing with low-level offenders; are 
they successful; are services and 
resources needlessly duplicated? 
 
Are police agencies failing to respond to 
many low-level offenses because they 
feel that such crimes are not adequately 
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addressed by the existing juvenile justice 
system? 
 
Is there a concern about safety on school 
campuses? 
 
Is there a willingness to share scarce 
funding and in-kind resources to create a 
youth court program in the community; 
how much is each partner willing to 
commit to the project?  
 
Who will be the lead agency to 
administer any project funds and 
supervise the project itself?  
 
Is there a need for a coordinator for the 
program? How will he or she be 
compensated, if at all? 
 
Are there additional agencies or persons 
that need to be a part of the youth court 
program? 
  
What are the possible funding sources 
for the program; is there a need for one 
agency to act as a fiduciary for the 
centralized management of the program? 
 
Are there sources of assistance from the 
state or other counties that may help in 
the creation of the program; should the 
team visit another youth court? 
Is there an agency that should be a part 
of the team that is not convinced that the 
youth court program is needed? 
 
Although not critical at the early stages 
of the project, the group forming the 
program should begin thinking about 
ways to evaluate the components of the 
project.  Without an active process to 
measure the success or failure of a 
particular program design, there may be 

a tendency to accept the status quo 
without question.  Complacency will 
make it more difficult to get the impetus 
necessary to implement needed changes. 
 
WHAT NEXT? 
 
Once the group reaches a tentative 
consensus on the answers to the 
foregoing questions, the group may 
consider the next steps in the 
development of the program. 
 
1. Board of Directors: 
 
It generally is appropriate to form an 
advisory board or board of directors to 
oversee the development of the program. 
Composition of the board should include 
the persons or agencies discussed above.  
The board should also consider 
including representatives from the 
county juvenile justice and delinquency 
prevention commission, the county bar 
association, and selected youth 
members.  Each of the persons or groups 
will bring an important perspective and 
potential resources for the development 
of the fledgling project. 
 
2. Written Agreement: 
 
An agreement in some form should be 
reached between the project partners for 
the management of the youth court.  The 
agreement could take the form of a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). 
Typically the MOU should address the 
key issues related to the formation and 
running of the program.  What may be 
critically important to a partner in one 
jurisdiction may not matter to a 
counterpart in another jurisdiction. 
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Among the issues that may be addressed 
are: 
 
1. Who decides which cases go to 

the youth court? 
 
Through MOU’s with local law 
enforcement agencies and the probation 
department, there will be a clear 
understanding of the types of cases that 
will be appropriate for the court.  May 
the decision be made only by a probation 
officer, or may the school resource 
officer also have the ability to refer 
cases? 
 
2. Are youth court cases 

considered within Welfare and 
Institutions Code § 654? 

 
Are the participants willing to agree that 
cases referred to the youth court will not 
come within the statutory structure of 
section 654?  Will the minor offender, in 
essence, have a second chance at 
“informal probation” if there is a 
subsequent offense? 
 
3. Who is responsible for making 

sure that the youth court 
sentence is carried out? 

 
Will a probation officer supervise the 
case?  Who is to work with the offender, 
the family and the school?  If one of the 
goals of the project is to reduce the 
workload of the probation department, 
should the responsibility of supervision 
fall to the coordinator?  What protocol is 
followed when the sentence is completed 
or not completed?  
 

4. How do teachers know what to 
teach and what do they use as a 
guide to the curriculum unit? 

 
Who will be responsible for giving the 
teachers the necessary in-service training 
for the presentation of the school 
component? How will the material in the 
Juvenile Justice Handbook be 
incorporated into the curriculum?  Who 
will arrange for the speakers and what 
groups of speakers will be asked to 
participate?  At what grade level will the 
curriculum be presented? 
 
5. What kinds of crimes will be 

referred to the youth court? 
 
Will the jurisdiction of the court be 
limited to traffic cases or misdemeanors; 
may the court hear low-level felonies?  
Will there be a need to start 
conservatively, adding more serious 
cases as the success of the program is 
demonstrated? 
 
6. What happens if a juvenile 

doesn’t complete the sentence? 
 
Does the case return to the probation 
department?  Is the coordinator given 
authority to impose additional 
consequences?   
 
7. How does the program handle 

issues of confidentiality? 
 
Must the child and the parent waive 
confidentiality?  Do other juvenile 
justice agencies have access to the youth 
court records?  How are police reports 
distributed within the program? 
 

 
 8 



8. What is each agency going to 
contribute to the development 
and operation of the program? 

 

What will be the cash or in-kind 
contributions of each agency?  Will there 
be an annual or continuing commitment 
to fund the program? 

 
  

III. YOUTH COURT MODELS 
 
 
 

There is no “perfect” way of structuring 
a youth court program that will work in 
every jurisdiction.  Each county or 
region has unique aspects of its local 
legal culture that inevitably will effect 
the way a youth court program is created 
and grows.  Structure may be dictated by 
the person or group that first brings the 
program to the jurisdiction; a program 
created first in the schools may look 
quite different from one created by the 
courts.  Programs may be created to 
reflect the source of funds received; a 
given grant, for example, may require 
that a certain age or group be served.  
Programs also are shaped by the 
participants.  Urban areas plagued with 
gangs and other related issues may 
create a structure quite different from the 
rural areas where students can move 
freely from school district to school 
district. 
 
The creation of any successful youth 
court program will depend on the 

recognition that it is the students that 
must be served, and they must be served 
in a way that makes sense to them.  No 
one program has all the correct answers.  
There are many legitimate ways to reach 
the objectives of the program. 
 
Three successful youth court “models” 
are presented in the pages that follow.  
Each program has been in operation for 
a number of years and has continued to 
meet the needs of its jurisdiction.  The 
programs are presented in a similar 
format for ease of comparison.  
Programs may be “cloned” directly from 
the models; programs may be created by 
using “bits and pieces” from these or 
other programs.  In each case a contact 
person is indicated if additional 
information is needed. 
 
The ultimate question to ask in the 
creation of any new youth court program 
is simple:  DOES IT WORK FOR YOU? 
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PLACER COUNTY PEER COURT 
  Coordinator: Karen Green 
    Placer County Peer Court 
    671 Newcastle Rd., Suite 7 
    Newcastle, CA 95658  
   
   (916) 663-9227 FAX (916) 663-2965 
   e-mail: placerpeercourt@aol.com 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I. KEY ATTRIBUTES OF THE PROGRAM: 
 

The Placer County Peer Court Program has two key components: (1) a  traditional 
youth court trial where student juries determine the consequences of a law 
violation in a process that replicates most of the stages of a regular adult jury trial; 
(2) an educational curriculum at local high schools designed to foster crime 
prevention. 

 
II. SOURCES OF CASES: 

 
THE PROBATION OFFICE: 
 

Most cases come to the program from the probation department after the 
youth has been cited or arrested for a crime.  The intake officer will screen 
the student for suitability based on past record and nature of the offense. 

 
The program also utilizes a memorandum of understanding with all local 
police agencies to allow school resource officers to make direct referrals 
to the program for qualified offenses.  In such instances, the court 
coordinator is responsible for checking on any past violation record with 
the probation department. 

 
THE DISTRICT ATTORNEY: 
 

The district attorney’s office has referred cases to peer court.  The district 
attorney usually is involved because the case has come to the office 
through the probation department because of a mandatory referral.  After a 
review of the case, the district attorney determines that formal proceedings 
will not be brought in juvenile court, but that peer court will be suitable 
for disposition. 
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THE JUVENILE COURT: 
  
 In a few instances the juvenile court has referred two types of cases to peer 

court.  First, the court has referred cases where peer court is completely 
suitable for disposition because of the student’s background and nature of 
the offense.  Second, the juvenile court has made participation on peer 
court juries a condition of probation in establishing wardship. 

 
III. TYPES OF CASES: 

 
The program handles low-level criminal cases, tobacco citations and truancy 
violations in two styles of court proceedings. 
 
ALL CASES: 
 
 There are three requirements for a referral to peer court: 
 

A. The offense must be the student’s first offense in the 
juvenile justice system.  The first offense may consist of 
multiple charges. 

B. The juvenile must admit guilt.  The court does not accept 
cases where the student is pleading guilty when the student 
does not believe he is guilty, but pleads just to get the 
referral to peer court (Harvey waiver).  A parent must agree 
that the child should admit the offense. 

C. The student and the parent must waive confidentiality. 
 
THE TRADITIONAL JURY PROCEEDING: 
 

The traditional jury process includes both felony and misdemeanor 
offenses, in the discretion of the referring probation or police officer.  The 
crimes generally are low-level misdemeanor offenses such as shoplifting, 
minor in possession of alcohol, trespassing, and simple assault and battery.  
The court has handled low-level felony offenses such as burglary when the 
crime really is an aggravated petty theft or neighborhood offense.  The 
court does not handle crimes of violence, traffic cases (including DUI), 
serious drug offenses, or students who readily appear to have significant 
social or psychological problems beyond the capability of peer court. 

 
  THE TRIBUNAL PROCEEDING: 
 

The program also handles tobacco citations and, on an experimental basis, 
truancy.  The tribunal proceedings are discussed below.  
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IV. GRADE/AGE LEVEL OF PARTICIPANTS: 
 

The program generally serves 12 to 18 year old students.  On a few occasions the 
program has handled 5th and 6th grade level students as defendants. 
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V. THE COURT PROCESS: 
 

All peer court trials are conducted in a real court room in the evenings.  The 
Placer County Peer Court program utilizes two types of court proceedings: the 
tribunal and the traditional jury. 
 
THE TRIBUNAL: 
 

Tribunals are used for tobacco citations and truancy.  Tobacco citations 
come from the police agencies.  Truancy citations are issued by the school 
vice-principal after the third violation as a diversion process prior to the 
matter being referred to the School Attendance Review Board (S.A.R.B.).  
 
Rather than gear up the entire court process with student attorneys and 
judges, students are invited to participate as officers on a tribunal for the 
resolution of these important, but low-level cases.  Selected students 
receive training in the subject area.  For tobacco cases, for example, 
students learn about the causes and effects of smoking and community 
resources available for stopping smoking.  Truancy panels usually are 
composed of students who have had prior experience with poor school 
attendance. 
 
The court sessions consist only of three to five student tribunal officers 
and the offender.  Any police report is made available to the tribunal in 
advance.  The tribunal makes inquiry of the student as to the nature of the 
offense and the student’s background.   
 
A sentence imposed for a tobacco violation, for example, is calculated to 
be an intervention in the hope of reducing or eliminating smoking and to 
integrate the student back into the mainstream school.   
 
Truancy verdicts attempt to reach some of the problems leading to the 
student’s disconnection with the school.  Verdicts may require the 
participation in school or community clubs, curfew, driver’s license 
suspension.  The only required condition  for the truancy defendant is 
participation in a counseling session with the coordinator.  The 
coordinator closely monitors the school attendance for the period of time 
she has the case. 
 
The value of having a coordinator experienced in school related issues is 
clear.  The causes of truancy are as complex and varied as the number of 
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truants.  It is critical that if the youth court program undertakes these kinds 
of cases, that the person administering this portion of the project be well 
versed in the nature and solutions to the problem.  Under no circumstances 
should these cases be considered so “minor” that they are handed off to 
inexperienced interns or other office staff. 

 
  THE TRADITIONAL TRIAL: 
 

Trials are conducted in a manner to closely mirror regular adult 
proceedings, except that all but one of the participants are students.  The 
defense and prosecuting attorneys are students, the jurors are students, the 
court clerk and bailiff are students.  The judge is either a regular member 
of the court or an attorney willing to sit as a judge. 
 
The trial proceeds through all of the stages of the trial:  selection of the 
jury, opening statements, presentation of evidence by both sides, closing 
argument and instruction.  The jury deliberates until a unanimous verdict 
is reached.  Following the verdict, the jury is asked to explain why the 
particular verdict was rendered. 
 
The teen attorneys are assisted throughout by volunteer mentor adult 
attorneys.   The adult attorney is helpful in reviewing trial strategy, 
reviewing the police report and preparing questions to ask the witnesses. 
 
The trials are open to the public, particularly students from local high 
schools who may attend because they are interested in the trial process or 
who have been encouraged to attend as a class requirement or for extra 
credit offered by a teacher. 

 
VI. THE VERDICTS: 

 
THE TRIBUNALS: 
 

The tribunals are to return verdicts that are to assist the student to quit 
smoking or stop truant behavior.  Verdicts include such elements as 
smoking session classes, mediation, essays, hypnotherapy, and curfews.  
An important component of the tobacco verdicts is the completion of a 
community service activity.  The student is given a one-time-use camera 
and asked to take pictures of things that are wrong in the community.  The 
photos are developed, then are used as a basis for subsequent projects to 
meet community service hours ordered by the tribunal. 
 
Defendants also may be directed to serve a number  times on subsequent 
tobacco or truancy tribunals.  
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  THE TRADITIONAL TRIALS: 
 

Jurors are given a verdict form that suggests a number of possible 
sentences, but the jury also is free to structure any reasonable requirement.  
Sentences include letters of apology to the victim, educational programs, 
tours of the jail, police ride-alongs, drug testing, suspension of a driver’s 
license for up to one year, community service of up to 50 hours, and 
service on subsequent peer court juries. 
 
Two conditions are mandatory in every case:  the offender must (1) serve 
at least two times on a peer court jury  and (2)  complete at least 10 hours 
of community service.  The intent of the first requirement is help the 
offender learn to become a participant in the system rather than feel 
victimized by it.  The intent of the second requirement is to emphasize that 
every crime has a victim, if even it is only the community in which the 
offender lives and that something always is due back to the community. 
 
An offender may “opt out” of the system at any time and the case returns 
to the probation department for traditional handling.  Acceptance of the 
verdict always is voluntary. 

  
VII. FOLLOW UP TO THE VERDICT: 

 
It is the responsibility of the coordinator to make sure that the verdict of the jury 
is carried out.  The case is tracked for a minimum period of six months.  If the 
verdict is satisfied and there have been no further problems, the case is closed 
following a face-to-face exit appointment by the coordinator and the probation 
department is so notified.  If the student fails to complete the sentence or re-
offends, the case is returned to probation for traditional handling. 

 
VIII. SCHOOL PROGRAMS: 

 
The school program consists of a curriculum piece that attempts to give students 
as much accurate information about the juvenile justice system as possible.  
Police officers, attorneys, probation officers and judges go to the classroom to 
explain their role in the process and to answer questions.  High impact 
presentations have been made by persons recently paroled from the California 
Youth Authority and the adult state prison system. 
 
The peer court coordinator also presents a segment on the peer court program.  
Students become interested in the program and participate later as jurors and 
attorneys.  In essence the juvenile system in discussed first in class, then the 
students are invited to actually participate in the “lab”—the actual peer court trial. 
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IX. THE ROLE OF THE COORDINATOR: 
 

The peer court coordinator is an independent contractor with the county and the 
court to administer all aspects of the project.  Duties primarily include 
participation in the presentation of the school curriculum and arranging for 
speakers at the school; receiving cases and assigning them to student attorneys  
and adult mentors; participating in the evening trials; and monitoring the student’s 
conduct to assure that the terms of the verdict are satisfied. 

 
X. FUNDING: 

 
The funding of the Placer County Peer Court project has come from a number of 
sources.  In the past, most of the funding has come from a CalServe grant 
obtained through the state office of education.  Funding has come from a number 
of small, specific grants.  Contributions to funding have come from the courts and 
the probation department.  Schools have paid for peer court services through the 
use of drug, alcohol and tobacco education monies (DATE and Safe Schools 
funds).  Finally, the Placer County Bar Association regularly contributes to the 
operation of the program. 
 
The current budget for the project is $127,500.  The program was started ten years 
ago on a budget of $5,000.  



  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       
SANTA BARBARA COUNTY TEEN COURT 
  Coordinator:  Ed Cue 
    Santa Barbara County Teen Court 
    232 E. Canon Perdido St. 
    Santa Barbara, CA 93102 
 
  (805) 963-1433, ext. 103   FAX  (805) 963-4099 
  e-mail:  teencrt@silcom.com  
 

I. KEY ATTRIBUTES OF THE PROGRAM: 
 

The Santa Barbara Teen Court program is an example of the “master jury” 
approach to youth courts.  Students sit as jurors to hear cases that are presented 
first by the Teen Court Judge who reads from a prepared summary provided by 
the defendant.  The Teen Court jurors then are responsible to ask follow-up 
questions of the defendant.  There are no prosecuting or defending student 
attorneys. 

 
II. SOURCES OF CASES: 

 
The main source of case referrals comes from the probation department.  Other 
agencies also refer to the program such as juvenile court, traffic court, 
community-based organizations, and local schools.  Cases referred from the 
juvenile court primarily come for full disposition; a few are referred because the 
offender has been ordered to participate in Teen Court as a condition of juvenile 
court probation.  

 
III. TYPES OF CASES: 

 
The court hears first offenses only, although the first offense may include a 
number of different crimes.  The court hears no felonies; all crimes are low-level 
misdemeanor offenses such as possession of small amounts of drugs, alcohol, 
tobacco, petty thefts, assault and battery without injury, and some traffic offenses. 

 
IV. GRADE/AGE LEVEL OF PARTICIPANTS: 
 

The program includes participants with ages 10 to 17, although there have been 
instances where 18 year-olds have been accepted if the crime occurred when the 
defendant was a minor. 
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V. THE COURT PROCESS: 
 

The court accepts first time offenders where there is a clear admission of guilt.  
The court process is explained to the parent and child at the initial intake of the 
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case.  The child is expected to give a commitment to follow the decision of the 
jury when it is rendered. 
 
The trial session begins on the designated date with what is called the “Peer 
Circle.”  During this session students who will later serve as jurors are broken into 
groups by age and gender to discuss current issues related to juvenile crime.  They 
are given an opportunity to discuss any current problems affecting their lives such 
as drugs, school, and home life.  The objective of the Peer Circle is to offer a 
space where students may facilitate their own discussions and also heighten the 
sensitivity of the jurors to some of the issues that may concern the cases they will 
hear. 
 
The potential jurors then check in for assembly at the courtrooms.  Panels are 
created primarily through random selection by youth court staff.  The panels 
receive further instruction on any key issues of the day, particularly as the issues 
might relate to teens.  New jurors are given basic training in the function of the 
jury. 
 
In advance of the defendant appearing in front of the jury, the jurors receive a 
“briefing” on the case from the judge who will preside over the trial.  Judges for 
the program come from the bench and attorneys willing to sit as “prop tem” 
judges.   The police report is reviewed and explained.  The judge may comment 
on the strengths, weaknesses and seriousness of the case.  The judge also assists in 
the preparation of questions to be asked the defendant, particularly if there are 
discrepancies between the police report and what the defendant has said in the 
summary. 
 
The trial commences with the defendant present in the courtroom.  The student 
“court reporter” reads the case summary.  Questions are asked by the panel of 10 
to 12 student jurors. At the judge’s discretion, questions also may be asked by 
students in the audience. The defendant is given an opportunity to offer any 
further explanation of the case if he or she wants to supplement the summary.  No 
witnesses are called; no attorneys are used for either the defense or prosecution. 

 
When the verdict is returned, the offender is asked if he or she accepts the 
decision of the jury.  If the verdict is accepted, the defendant and parent are asked 
to sign a contract to complete the conditions imposed.  

 
VI. THE VERDICTS: 
 

Verdicts include a wide range of potential consequences.  The program utilizes a 
schedule of crimes with a specified number of times the defendant must serve on 
jury duty and community service hours.  Jury service ranges from 3 to 10 times; 
community service is from 5 to 45 hours.  The jury must order some form of 
education program and one or more individual  or group counseling sessions. 
Verdicts can include counseling requirements such as alcohol, drugs, tobacco, 
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family counseling, crime awareness, anger control, and life choices.  The jury 
must also choose from a culturally specific and gender appropriate workshop: the 
life skills workshops or the Latino and Latina workshops. 

 
The vast majority of offenses include a fine.  Optional portions of the sentence 
include letters of apology, essays on specified issues, graffiti cleanup, a parenting 
project, and a drug and alcohol program called Super II, which includes the 
defendant and a parent. 
 

VII. FOLLOW-UP TO VERDICT: 
 

If the offender has accepted the conditions of the verdict, he or she is referred to 
teen court staff for the completion of the contract and to make arrangements to 
complete the verdict.  The teen court staff is charged with the responsibility to see 
that the terms of the verdict are completed. 

 
VIII. SCHOOL PROGRAMS: 
 

The Santa Barbara Teen Court program has no formal program in the schools.  
Individual judges in the county, however, facilitate presentations in the school at 
the 7th and 8th grade levels.  Information is presented about the justice system, 
utilizing speakers from the probation department, attorneys, and California Youth 
Authority graduates.  A mock teen court trial is used to entice future jury service.  

 
IX. THE ROLE OF THE COORDINATOR: 
 

The coordinator oversees the Santa Barbara project at three different venues.  
Each program has been adjusted to meet the needs of the community it serves.  
Each year the program serves approximately 450 defendants, 90% of whom 
complete their sentence.  The coordinator is responsible for all aspects of the 
program including supervision of the offenders and jurors, and budget and staff 
administration. 

 
X. FUNDING: 

 
Funding for the Santa Barbara project comes from the Counsel on Alcoholism and 
Drug Abuse, the Santa Barbara County Department of Health and Human 
Services, United Way, a grant from the Office of Criminal Justice Planning 
(OCJP), and miscellaneous smaller grants.  The current annual budget for the 
program is $235,000. 
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LOS ANGELES COUNTY TEEN COURT 
  Contact person: Hon. David Wesley 
     Los Angeles Superior Court, Dept. 100 
     210 W. Temple St. 
     Los Angeles, CA 90012 
 
   (213) 974-5711     FAX  (213) 617-1224 
   e-mail:  dwesley@lasc.co.la.ca.us 

I. KEY ATTRIBUTES OF THE PROGRAM: 
 

The Los Angeles Teen Court program is one of the few in the nation that permit 
the student juries to determine whether the offender is guilty of the charged 
offenses.  The program uses a “Master Jury” concept for the trial process. 

 
 II. SOURCES OF CASES: 

 
All of the cases are first screened by the probation department for suitability  
Final referral to the teen court, however, depends on the approval of the judge 
presiding over the trial.  The probation department prepares a packet containing 
the police report, a summary of the case and the defendant’s school grades.  The 
judge determines whether the offense and background of the defendant is such 
that he or she will benefit from the program. 
 

 
 

III.  TYPES OF CASES: 

The program is available only to first time offenders, but the defendant may have 
multiple charges.  The cases generally must qualify for informal handling under 
Welfare & Institutions Code §§ 654 and 236.  The most common offenses tried by 
the court include petty thefts, shoplifting, assault and battery, disturbing the 
peace, brandishing of a weapon, vandalism, trespassing, solicitation of a prostitute 
and low-level robbery.  The court will do felony offenses depending of the 
circumstances.   

 
I. GRADE/AGE LEVEL OF PARTICIPANTS: 

 
The program is offered to students between the ages of 11 and 17.  If an offender 
is close to age 18, however, he or she likely will be rejected since there will not be 
sufficient time to benefit from the program. 
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 V. THE COURT PROCESS: 
 

The teen court process starts with an interview by a probation officer with the 
offender and a parent.  If the probation officer determines that the case is suitable 
for teen court, the parent and offender are asked to sign a form that requests that 
the case be heard by the court, an agreement to be bound by the teen court verdict, 
and a waiver of confidentiality.  Because of the nature of the program, the 
offender is not required to admit guilt. 
 
The trials are held from 3:00 to 5:00 p.m. at high schools within the county.  An 
on-site coordinator from the school makes sure that sufficient jurors are on hand.  
The court uses a jury summons system.  So great is the interest in the program 
that many want to serve.  Those interested in being on a jury must attend an 
orientation session given at the beginning of the school year.  The program is 
explained and they are instructed on the proper role and conduct of the student 
jurors.  The summons are generated at random from the available pool of jurors. 
 
The trial is presided over by regular sitting judges and attorneys sitting as “pro 
tem” judges. The Master Jury must have at least six jurors, but usually contains 10 
to 12.  The students act as clerk and bailiff.  If possible, the bailiffs are drawn 
from the ROTC program at the school.  The bailiff attend court in uniform.  The 
clerk and bailiffs generally serve for an entire semester.  Students also act as 
interpreters if needed for the defendant or the parents. 
 
Prior to the commencement of the trial, all of the defendants are introduced to all 
of the potential jurors.  An effort is made to use only those jurors who do not 
know the defendant.  Generally the program requires that the jury be composed of 
students from a school different from that attended by the defendant. 
 
The offender is asked once again if he or she is willing to participate in the teen 
court process.  The clerk reads the charges.  The “charges” have been prepared in 
advance by the probation officer and contain the defendant’s age, the name of the 
crimes and a summary of the facts.  The offender is then given an opportunity to 
give his or her side of the story.  The jury may ask questions of the defendant and 
parent.  Witnesses generally are not called.  There are no student attorneys. 
 
At the conclusion of the case the judge instructs on the applicable law.  The jury 
is given a form of verdict which requests a decision on guilt or innocence.  If the 
defendant is found guilty, the jury is asked to specify the punishment.  A 
volunteer attorney is available in the jury room to answer any questions about the 
case and to make sure that there is a discussion between all of the jurors.  The 
attorney is not permitted to suggest a particular result.  Participation by the 
attorney also gives the jurors an opportunity to meet with a real attorney and learn 
about the practice of law. 
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 VI. THE VERDICTS: 
 

The verdicts can include such conditions as curfew, community service hours 
(usually within a range of 50 to 75 hours, but there is no artificial limit to the 
number of hours), counseling programs such as anger control and drugs and 
alcohol, non-association clauses, and letters of apology.  The jury is encouraged 
to add any additional conditions considered appropriate.  The jury is not required 
to have the defendant return for jury service. 
 
After the verdict, the judge places the defendant on “probation” for six months.  If 
all conditions of probation have been met, the case is dismissed.  The conditions 
of probation include obeying all laws and the sentence of the teen court, good 
school attendance and citizenship, no weapons possession (if appropriate), and 
standard drug and alcohol conditions (if appropriate). 
 
The judge retains the discretion to set aside a verdict if clearly wrong, or to pull 
the case from the program if considered inappropriate.  The judge is not to 
substitute his or her judgment for the jury’s; rather, the judge should only reverse 
a jury’s decision if a defendant has been wrongfully convicted.  The program 
reports no instance where a judge has taken such action. 

 
 VII. FOLLOW-UP TO THE VERDICT:  

 
The probation office is responsible for the completion of the jury’s verdict.  The 
program also has used reserve probation officers and student interns to assist in 
monitoring compliance. 

 
 VIII. SCHOOL PROGRAMS: 
 

The entire program takes place at the school sites.  In most instances the trials are 
conducted in the classrooms.  In a few instances, however, the program has 
received donations and grants that have permitted the schools to construct a 
courtroom on the school campus. 

 
 IX. THE ROLE OF THE COORDINATOR: 

 
The Los Angeles program does not use a coordinator for the entire program.  
Teachers at each site volunteer to assist in the management of the program by 
arranging for trial dates and jurors. 

 
 X. FUNDING: 

 
The Los Angeles teen court program has no budget. The entire project is operated 
through in-kind services and volunteers.  The community spirit behind the project 
is extraordinary. 



 
 
 
 

IV.        THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM UNIT 
 
 
 
 

The youth court curriculum should be 
developed to support the youth court 
activities.  It should cover the various 
agencies involved in juvenile justice, 
clarify the rights and responsibilities of 
youth, and answer questions related to 
laws that impact minors.  The curriculum 
is fundamental to a well informed jury and 
other youth court roles. 
 
Through reading and discussions students 
study things of interest to them – juvenile 
law, police, courts, contracts, driving 
rules, and curfews.  Students and their 
teachers work with the community 
speakers to bring the law to life and 
proved students with the skills, knowledge 
and attitudes to act responsibly and 
become productive members of society.   
 
The Placer County Peer Court program 
placed its curriculum unit in the ninth 
grade.  The unit is taught in the general 
state requirements, health and safety, and 
life skills classes.  The selection of the 
ninth grade was based on data that 
indicates that many students run the risk of 
criminal involvement, drugs and alcohol 
related crimes, dropping out of school and 
other high risk behaviors in the tenth 
grade.  It was felt that the most effective 
prevention impact would be felt at the 
ninth grade.  Education Code § 51220.2, 
however, provides that the youth court 
curriculum may be presented anywhere in 

grades 7 to 12 as an area of study in 
California public schools. 
 
A pre-test should be given before any 
speaker or Handbook lesson.  The test is 
for evaluation purposes and helps to hold 
the educators and program organizers 
accountable: what do students know going 
into the unit and what do they know at the 
conclusion of the unit?  The post-test 
should have the same set of questions.  
 
The youth court juvenile justice unit 
ideally is taught over a twelve day period, 
with classes of 50 to 60 minutes.  Seven of 
the days are taken by speakers who come 
from the involved agencies to made 
presentations and answer questions.  
Speakers are scheduled in the  sequence 
suggested below, based upon the order of 
contact a juvenile would have going 
through the system.  Scheduling will need 
flexibility, however, because the ideal 
sequence of speakers rarely is achieved 
due to demands of courts and law 
enforcement activities. 
 
There may be a need to modify the 
number of speakers and the classes for 
presentations.  Because of school 
scheduling, some of the speakers may be 
omitted or joined with other speakers.  
Some of the presentations can be spread 
out to other classes such as government or 
history.  It is important that the 
information be made available; the 
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program should not be rigid in the 
mechanisms of delivery. 
 
CURRICULUM PRESENTATIONS: 
 
1. Local police or sheriff: 
 
Students would enter the system through a 
citation issued by a police officer.  
Officers speak to students about law 
enforcement’s responsibility to apply 
juvenile laws.  An important segment of 
their presentation is a discussion of what 
choices the system gives and does not give 
the officers in the performance of their 
duties. 
 
2. Probation officer: 
 
The student’s hypothetical citation would 
advance to the probation department.  An 
interview is set up between the probation 
department, the child and a parent.  The 
probation officers would speak on their 
role at intake, in court and with court 
follow up.  Probation officers are given an 
opportunity to explain the limits of their 
authority and what motivates their 
decisions.  They often include information 
on the juvenile hall and how students 
reach that level of handling. 
 
3. The judge: 
 
The judge will discuss what happens in 
court, rather than what is seen on 
television.  Judicial officers can give 
valuable insight into the operation of the 
juvenile justice system.  The judge can 
answer questions relating to the 
jurisdiction of the juvenile court, how 
adult and juvenile proceedings differ, and 
how decisions are made. The judge can 
also address the legal relationship between 
parents and children on such important 
issues as rights of privacy and discipline.  

The judge, in a neutral and unbiased 
manner, is able to dispel many of the 
myths associated with the legal system. 
 
4. District attorney and public 

defender: 
 
The juvenile has a right to counsel and 
often is represented by the public 
defender.  The district attorney represents 
“the people of the State of California.”   
Students learn that their attorney 
represents them, not their parents who 
might seek a different result in the juvenile 
process.   The speakers are able to talk 
about the practical application of the laws, 
and the costs involved to the juvenile, the 
family and the community.  Speaking in 
teams, the presentation can be an effective 
point and counter-point discussion of 
important legal issues. 
 
5. Gang experts: 
 
It is important to give students accurate 
and current information about gangs, 
particularly in those areas where gangs 
have not been firmly established.  Since 
there is a wealth of misinformation among 
juveniles on the subject of gangs, it is 
useful to expose students to law 
enforcement experts working daily in this 
area. 
 
6. Youth court coordinator: 
 
Presentations on the youth court in local 
schools is vital to the operation and growth 
of the entire youth court program.  The 
coordinator frequently is in the best 
position to describe how the court works 
and its affect on the young offenders.  An 
enthusiastic coordinator will act as a “Pied 
Piper” in bringing new students to the 
program to act as jurors, attorneys and 
other participants.  The coordinator will 
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have an opportunity to show videos of the 
project, outline court dates, distribute 
cases and assign participants.  The 
presentation also can include discussion of 
extra credit benefits, career exploration 
and enhanced college applications.  There 
is an opportunity to emphasize how 
juvenile recidivism is effectively reduced 
through peer sentencing, expectations and 
positive peer pressure. 
 
7. California Youth Authority/ 

adult offenders: 
 
High impact presentations can be made by 
former participants in the juvenile and 
adult criminal justice systems.  
Appropriately screened and trained, these 
persons have significant impact on the 
youthful audience.  The presentations are 
straight forward, rough and powerful as 
they explain why they went wrong and 
how they found their way out.  Students 
who have had “cool” or “know it all” 
attitudes frequently are “nailed” by the 
former offenders as they confront the 
students regarding their own behavior and 
attitudes. 
 
8. Alternate dispute resolution: 
 
A useful presentation may be made by 
persons trained in the techniques of 
mediation and arbitration.  Students learn 
that there are alternatives to the court 
resolution of disputes; there are better 
means to resolve disputes than with 
violence.  Discussions can outline simple 
and effective means where students can 
mediate their own disputes and reach 
solutions where everyone is a “winner.” 
 
CURRICULUM APPROVAL: 
 
Moving the school unit into the classroom 
is a process with some definite and 

important steps.  Buy-in and commitment 
by school administration must be in place.  
Numbers and types of juvenile offenders, 
at times, must be presented to substantiate 
the need for the program at a particular 
school.  School staff needs to understand 
the importance of their role and influence 
with students and how critical they are to 
the team.  Having the county 
superintendent of schools behind the 
program and making time available at a 
monthly meeting of school district 
superintendents for a presentation of the 
program clearly is helpful.  It is advisable 
for the coordinator and the juvenile court 
judge to make that presentation. 
 
Start small.  Bring just one high school on 
board as the pilot site for at least the first 
semester.  Gradually bring on more 
schools as the staffs are ready to 
participate.  Positive publicity is critical to 
the initial success of the project.  
Presentations at faculty meetings, school 
board meetings, and parent and service 
club meetings help build necessary 
support.  Coordinate with campus resource 
officers if they are on campus; they should 
welcome the additional help in working 
with the students.  Try to make the school 
want the program at their site rather than 
have them acquiesce to the project because 
the superintendent or principal has 
directed that it shall occur.  When schools 
start talking about campus violence, 
graffiti, gang problems and high risk 
students, it’s difficult for them to explain 
why they haven’t previously infused the 
juvenile justice unit into their curriculum. 
 
Schools are required to go through a 
process in introducing new curriculum.  
Curriculum steering committees are 
usually the first step in reviewing new 
coursework; it is an advisory body to the 
principal, the final on-site person to 
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approve the teaching unit. Approval then 
moves to the district’s board of trustees. 
 
Depending on the nature of the persons at 
the high school or in the district office, it 
may be more appropriate to start the 
curriculum approval process with the 
school board.  Presentations to the boards 
may convince them to request 
implementation of the program in the 
schools.  The final decision, however, 
would fall to the site principal. 
 
TEACHER INSERVICE: 
 
A day needs to be set aside to in-service 
the teachers who will be facilitating the 
unit.  The most successful training has 
been immediately prior to school opening 
in the fall.  Teachers should have been 
made aware of the project months before 
by school presentations and meetings 
where they have had an opportunity to 
express concerns and ask questions.  
Depending upon the project budget, a 
small stipend might be offered to the 
teachers.  Snacks and lunch are also 
important to assure high moral. 
 
The training lasts approximately six hours.  
Holding the in-service in a courtroom 
provides an interesting and unusual 
environment for the teachers and helps set 
the stage for the day’s events.  The same 
series of speakers who make presentations 
to the schools make presentations to the 
teachers (except for the gang experts and 
the prior offenders).  The teachers need to 
gain at least a basic understanding of how 

the juvenile justice system operates, 
including the working relationship 
between agencies.  It is important to 
emphasize to teachers they are not 
expected to be experts; in fact, when 
students ask questions they should be 
advised to write the question down for a 
later response from the appropriate 
professional.   
 
Teachers may know little about the 
system, but they are eager supporters.   
Teachers will be anxious about their role 
and specifically how they fit into the 
presentation of the curriculum.  The in-
service sessions also provide a convenient 
opportunity to set dates for the speakers in 
the classroom. 
 
Teachers should be given encouragement 
in designing, for their own classes, how 
the Handbook should be presented.  They 
are the experts in the classroom.  They can 
look over the Handbook material, devise 
lessons, and see their student’s needs or 
the community’s concerns.  There may be 
a current community issue around gangs 
or graffiti, for example, that would be of 
immediate interest to the students. 
 
Classroom teachers have observed that 
during the presentation of the youth court 
curriculum student attendance is high and 
students are genuinely involved in the 
subject readings and discussions.  Students 
indicate this is relevant information to 
their daily lives, and, therefore, are fully 
engaged in assignments and classroom 
activities.

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 
  
 V.  COURT PROCEDURES 
 
 
 
 
LOCATION OF YOUTH COURT 
TRIALS: 
 
The location of youth court trials is a 
matter of considerable importance.  Since 
one of the objectives of the program is to 
acquaint students with the judicial system, 
it is very important to conduct the trials in 
a regular courtroom if at all possible.  If 
the initial impetus for the project comes 
from the educational community, it may 
be tempting to conduct trials in 
conveniently located classrooms or 
assembly halls.  Failure to use a regular 
courtroom, however, may seriously 
diminish the “majesty” and importance of 
the proceedings. The program may fail to 
command the full respect of the 
participants for the judicial process. 
 
While it is certainly preferable to have 
trials in courtrooms, other circumstances 
may be entitled to greater consideration.  
In areas with significant gang problems, 
for example, it may not be possible to have 
courts on a neutral site.  It may be 
necessary to avoid any turf issues by 
keeping the program within existing 
school district boundaries.  Clearly 
security is important and conducting trials 
at schools is more important than having 
no trials at all. 
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Youth courts should mirror, as much as 
reasonably possible, adult criminal trials.  
All appropriate formality should be 
observed, not only by students serving as 
attorneys and court personnel, but also by 

the audience.  The ever-popular baseball 
caps should be removed; no food, drink or 
gum should be permitted in the courtroom; 
pagers and cell phones should be turned 
off.  Students should be directed to rise 
when the judge takes the bench; “Your 
honor” should be used in addressing the 
judge.  Distracting talk, and traffic in and 
out of the courtroom is to be discouraged 
 
It is important for all participants to 
understand that even though the 
proceedings are being conducted in a 
youth court, they nevertheless are real, 
with real people who have real problems 
that need addressing.  The role of the 
youth court, in this regard, must be 
respected. 
 
THE TRIAL JUDGE: 
 
It is important that some consideration be 
given to the selection of the trial judge to 
preside over the youth court trials.  Ideally 
the judge should be a sitting member of 
the bench, preferably with an interest or 
involvement in the juvenile justice system.  
Sitting members of the bench generally are 
more attuned to trial procedure and are 
comfortable in dealing with juries.  An 
actual judge also tends to command 
greater respect for the process from the 
participants.  The best possible situation 
occurs when the trial judge also 
participates in the school presentations. 
 
Because of work commitments and other 
time demands, however, it may not always 
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be possible to secure the services of sitting 
judges for the youth court trials.  The 
program also should consider the use of 
retired judges and practicing attorneys 
who are willing to sit a “pro tem” judges.  
As the program expands, more and more 
judges will be needed.  It is helpful to have 
a large pool of experienced attorneys and 
judges available to sit on juries so that no 
one person is asked to sit more than three 
or four times a year. 
 
 
SECURITY: 
 
The court program will need to determine 
the appropriate level of security for the 
trials.  Depending on the nature of the 
students being served, particularly in areas 
where there may be gang problems, it is 
foolish not to have appropriate security for 
the protection of all participants. 
 
Depending on the circumstances, it may be 
possible to use adult volunteers to “patrol” 
the halls while trials are in session.  
Programs have solicited members of the 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention Commissions to assist in the 
supervision of evening programs. 
 
The best security is that of a uniformed 
police officer or court bailiff.  The 
presence of an officer gives actual and 
perceived protection.  Security is enhanced 
if the officer is able to utilize regular court 
security systems such as x-ray and 
magnetometer machines.  Simply having 
an officer visibly present on site will go a 
long way to setting the appropriate tone of 
the trial proceedings. 
 
RULES OF EVIDENCE: 
 
While youth court should resemble actual 
trials, it is not reasonable to enforce all of 

the procedures required in a real criminal 
trial.  By the same token, it seems 
inappropriate to allow such a wide range 
of evidence that simply anything is fair in 
love, war and youth court. 
 
The suggested rule of admissibility of 
evidence is that any evidence is admissible 
if it comes from a reasonably reliable 
source and is relevant to the issue of 
punishment.  Such a rule obviously opens 
the door to considerable evidence (such as 
hearsay statements) that might not 
otherwise be admissible in a regular trial.  
It will, however, limit the evidence to only 
those things that are properly considered 
by the jury in fashioning the verdict.  The 
rule will give sufficient latitude to defense 
counsel to develop appropriate 
information about the reputation and 
character of the defendant.  It also will 
allow the prosecution to discuss the impact 
of the crime on the victim and other 
sentencing considerations such as 
problems at school and home. 
 
Actual operation of the rule in Placer 
County has been fairly successful.  There 
have been occasions when the attorneys 
bring pretrial motions (in limine motions) 
to challenge the admission of certain 
evidence.  The rule also has provided an 
opportunity to “object” to questions, 
something even real lawyers love to do, 
without allowing the attorneys to turn the 
whole process into a game. 
 
 
PHYSICAL EVIDENCE: 
 
At times the prosecution or defense will 
want to introduce at the trial some of the 
physical evidence seized in the case.  It is 
useful to have an evidence protocol for 
such situations.  Law enforcement will 
want a clearly established procedure to 
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cover those rare situations where the case 
returns to the regular juvenile system for 
trial. 
 
TRIAL PROCEDURE: 
 
A judge’s script should be prepared to 
structure the trial in the style of regular 
criminal cases, with some necessary 
limitations.  The outline should expose the 
participants to all of the key elements of 
an actual case: jury selection, opening 
statements, presentation of evidence, and 
closing arguments and jury instructions.  
Since most of the participants are not 
familiar with the court process, it is 
important for the judge to “talk through” 
the process at each step.  Comments such 
as “the clerk will now swear the jury,” or 
“the foreperson will now hand the verdict 
to the bailiff” will help the students to 
understand what to do next. 
 
In addition to instructions from the bench, 
it is helpful to have instruction sheets for 
the bailiff and the clerk.  The clerk 
particularly will need to have the various 
oaths set out on paper or cards to read.  
The clerk and bailiff are required to do 
their work without any other person 
readily available to answer questions; 
student attorneys are able to ask for help 
from the mentor attorneys.  
 
It will be useful to establish some limit on 
the extent of questioning by witnesses.  
Without some restrictions, trials can 
become unnecessarily long, with 
questioning eventually becoming 
redundant and argumentative (just like real 
trials).  The following structure for 
questioning witnesses provides a 
reasonable balance between the need to 
have full questioning, but without 
becoming overly protracted: 
 

1. Direct examination by 
counsel calling the witness. 

2. Cross-examination by 
opposing counsel. 

3. Questions by the jury. 
4. Re-direct examination by 

counsel calling the witness. 
5. Re-cross examination by 

opposing counsel. 
6. Further questions as 

allowed by special leave of 
the court. 

 
The suggested structure includes open 
questions by the jury.  Although such a 
practice rarely occurs in regular trials, it is 
appropriate for youth court.  Since the jury 
is partially composed of prior offenders, 
some of the best questions are asked by 
people who can recognize a scam when 
the see one! 
 
The jury panel should be as close to 
twelve as possible.  Because of demands 
on students’ time, a full panel may be 
difficult to achieve.  There also may be an 
excess of jurors available on a given day.  
The court should be flexible enough to 
proceed with trial if there are as few as six 
jurors; less then that will unreasonably 
skew the deliberations.  The court should 
accept up to 15 jurors on the panel, if such 
a need arises.  Greater than 15 jurors 
makes it difficult to reach a verdict and 
some jurors will “hide” in the larger 
number of persons.  “Participation” is to 
be the guide, not precision in legal 
procedure.   
 
The jury should be given a suitable place 
to deliberate.  Whether adults should be in 
the jury room is a matter of some debate. 
The Placer County program takes the 
position that adults have no place in the 
jury room.  First, such monitoring does not 
happen in real trials.  Second, it may send 
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the message to the students that they 
cannot be trusted.  The Santa Barbara 
program uses adults as facilitators of the 
jury process to make sure the jury stays on 
task so that a verdict may be reached 
without unnecessary delay.  The adults do 
not structure the results of the verdict, they 
only monitor the process of deliberation. 
 
THE VERDICT: 
 
Youth court verdicts should be logical, 
constructive and designed to fit the 
offense.  A sample form of verdict is 
included in the Appendix of Forms.  The 
verdict should clearly identify the 
defendant and give some guidance to the 
jury in suggesting possible sentences.  The 
form needs to be tailored to the programs 
available to the court such as counseling, 
tours of the jail, community service and 
police ride-alongs. 
 
Jurors should be allowed to add conditions 
of the sentence as may be felt appropriate.  
Many of the best verdicts have come from 
consideration of the unique facts of the 
case.  In one Placer County case, for 
example, a defendant was caught making 
small “bombs” out of plastic pipe.  The 
jury ordered that the defendant tour a 
munitions factory, not to learn how to 
build bigger and better bombs, but to learn 
the dangers of handling explosive 
materials and the care used in the 
manufacturing process.  Such unusual 
cases give jurors an opportunity to deal 
creatively with a problem and structure the 
verdict with the particular defendant in 
mind. 
 
The program should consider two 
mandatory aspects of the sentence: jury 
duty and community service.  The Placer 
County program requires a minimum of 
two times on jury duty; the jury is free to 

add more times. Jury participation is an 
important element in the process of 
reintegrating the offender into the 
community.  The defendant enters the 
system as the accused; he or she may even 
feel they are being victimized or “picked 
on.”  Jury service empowers the offender; 
it allows the offender to leave the program 
as a participant in the judicial process.  By 
serving on the jury the young offender will 
see the strengths and weaknesses of the 
legal system from an entirely different 
perspective. 
 
Other students benefit from the offender’s 
participation in the jury.  Some of the high 
achievers, who might not otherwise have 
reason or desire to associate with students 
having problems, will have an opportunity 
to see that these people really are not so 
different and have something to contribute 
to the judicial process. 
 
The program also should consider some 
form of community service as a mandatory 
component of the verdict.  Such a 
provision emphasizes that every crime has 
a victim; if nothing else, the community 
has been “injured” and needs recompense 
for the wrong.  The Placer County 
program requires a minimum of 10 hours 
and allows up to 50 hours of community 
service.  Care must be taken in the 
selection of the community service 
projects.  While some value is obtained in 
cleaning up trash along a public roadway, 
much more satisfaction and service will be 
achieved if the offender assists at a county 
fair or senior center.  Public service should 
be viewed as something of value that 
should be repeated; it should not be 
viewed simply as punishment. 
 
The judge should use care not to substitute 
his or her judgment for that of the jury.  
The judge is there to make sure that the 
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death penalty is not returned in every case; 
the judge should not alter the jury’s 
decision unless it goes beyond the “shock 
the conscience” test.  The repeated 
alteration of verdicts soon will destroy the 
independence of the juries and eventually 
will destroy the program.  As in real cases 
the judge will agree with the results in 
most trials; occasionally the judge might 
have done something different.  Almost 
never will the judge feel a substantial 
miscarriage of justice has occurred.   
 
The judge should always inquire of the 
defendant if the verdict is accepted.  Some 
of the conditions imposed by the jury such 
as drug testing and license suspension may 
not be legally possible without the 
defendant voluntarily accepting the 
decision of the jury.  The defendant 
always should be free to reject the verdict 
if deemed too harsh, and return to the 
traditional juvenile justice system. 
 
JURY REFLECTION: 
 
Jury reflection on the verdict is a powerful 
statement to the offender.  The judge 
should inquire of the jury about how the 
verdict was reached.  The jury is given an 
opportunity to explain something that 
might otherwise seem unrelated or even 
inappropriate.  Sometimes the most 
important component of a defendant’s 
acceptance of the verdict is the reasons 
given for it.  Sometimes it is important for 
the defendant to hear that the jury did not 
believe the testimony or that one 
defendant was treated differently because 
of greater involvement in the crime.  The 
dialogue also can soften what might 
otherwise be considered an overly harsh 
sentence.  The defendant may understand 
that the verdict was not a personal attack, 
but rather a reflection of the concern of his 
peers for his or her future. 

FOLLOW-UP TO VERDICT: 
 
After the jury has been discharged, the 
defendant and parent meets with the 
coordinator to review the terms of the 
sentence and how it is to be carried out.   
 
The coordinator has the ultimate 
responsibility to see that the terms of the 
verdict are satisfied.   In most instances the 
verdict is completed without difficulty.  
The coordinator tracks the defendant for at 
least six months.  If the sentence has been 
satisfied and there are no other problems, 
the coordinator does an exit interview, 
notifies the probation department that the 
case is closed, and, when appropriate, 
assists the defendant in obtaining an order 
under Welfare & Institutions Code § 781. 
 
In a few instances minors will not 
complete their sentence expeditiously.  If 
the problems are relatively minor, the 
coordinator is given the discretion to add 
community service hours.  If the 
misconduct is continuing, a session is 
scheduled with the judge for a firm “heart 
to heart” talk.  In those very rare instances 
where all efforts fail to achieve the desired 
response from the minor, the matter is 
referred back to the probation department 
for traditional disposition. 
 
The Placer County program has 
established a simple, yet effective means 
of bringing the recalcitrant offenders into 
line.  The offender and parent are mailed 
an “order to show cause” why additional 
sanctions should not be imposed for 
failing to complete the youth court 
sentence.  The “heart to heart” talk is 
intentionally scheduled to coincide with 
the supervising judge’s criminal 
arraignment calendar.  The young offender 
must sit through the custody arraignments 
that last for about one hour.  A recess is 



taken so that the offender and parent can 
meet with the coordinator and judge in 

chambers.  Very few offenders fail to get 
the message!  

 
 
VI. YOUTH COURT COORDINATOR AND PROGRAM 

MANAGEMENT 
 
 
 
THE PROJECT COORDINATOR: 
 
Youth court programs of virtually any size 
will need the services of a coordinator.  
Someone must take the responsibility  for 
assigning out cases, monitoring the 
defendants as their sentences are 
completed and arranging for school 
presentations.  Finding the right person 
can be difficult; the decision is critical to 
the success of the project. 
 
Sources of qualified persons are varied.  
Programs have been supervised by 
probation officers, police officers, school 
personnel, retired school teachers, legal 
secretaries, volunteers and attorneys.  The 
decision to hire a coordinator likely will 
hinge on two key factors:  money and 
work load.  Small programs are able to use 
existing staff.  Initially it may be possible 
to allocate part of an employee’s day to 
the project; the cost is “absorbed” in the 
employer’s budget.  As the project grows, 
however, the time demands simply 
become too great for part-time or 
volunteer assistance. 
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Coordinators will assume a wide variety of 
tasks.  Frequently the work must be done 
on weekends and in the evening to 
accommodate the schedules of students, 
attorneys and other participants.  The 
coordinator must have or acquire some 
appreciation of the legal and educational 

systems.  Through it all, the coordinator 
must evidence a genuine commitment to 
the project and the youth it serves. 
 
Services rendered by the coordinator 
potentially include: 
 
1. Receiving and assigning cases in 

the court; making sure that trial 
dates are set, and that student and 
adult mentor attorneys are 
assigned, and that jurors will be 
present; notifying defendants and 
parents of court dates; responding 
to concerns and explaining the 
court process to defendants, 
parents and other interested 
persons. 

2. Supervising trials to make sure 
they proceed in an orderly and 
appropriate manner. 

3. Monitoring sentences imposed on 
offenders. 

4. Maintaining files and records of 
the program. 

5. Assisting in the publication of any 
materials used by the program, 
including a juvenile justice 
handbook. 

6. Coordinating speakers at the 
schools. 

7. Drafting and submitting grant 
applications 

8. Preparing and administering a 
project budget 
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9. Responding to communications 
from other persons regarding the 
project. 

10. Participating as appropriate in 
related conferences. 

11. Hiring and supervising any 
necessary staff. 

12. Proving adequate office facilities 
for the project. 

 
The desired qualifications of the 
coordinator are equally varied: 
 
1. Knowledge of the juvenile justice 

system, including the roles played 
by probation, district attorney, 
public defender and the juvenile 
court. 

2. Experience working with school 
systems including teaching 
departments, counseling and 
administration. 

3. Desire to work directly with  
school age students. 

4. Ability to organize, plan and 
implement. 

5. Ability to work with people from a 
variety of professional disciplines. 

6. Hold a teaching degree, or a 
Masters degree in counseling or 
social work, with a Pupil Personnel 
Service Credential. 

7. Knowledge of the grant application 
process. 

 
CONTRACT WITH COORDINATOR: 
 
The relationship between the coordinator 
and the youth court project should be well 
documented in the form of an employment 
contract or memorandum of 
understanding.  The MOU might be used 
when the coordination services are 
provided as part of the duties of a regular 
government employee.  The employment 

contract is more appropriate when the 
coordinator is an independent contractor. 
 
CASE MANAGEMENT: 
 
After a case has been referred to the youth 
court, the coordinator assigns counsel, 
places the matter on the trial calendar and 
contacts the mentoring adult attorneys.  
Police reports are given to the student and 
adult attorneys; students are advised of the 
name and phone number of their 
mentoring attorney and the date the case is 
scheduled for court.  The coordinator 
records which case numbers are to be 
heard on a particular night, as well as the 
names and phone numbers of the adult and 
juvenile attorneys. 
 
The coordinator makes contact with the 
juvenile defendant and parent, advises 
them of the court date, time and location; 
explains or answers any questions or 
concerns about the court session, and 
advises them of the name of their assigned 
student attorney.  The program also may 
use a form of written notice to the 
participants.  
 
The coordinator delivers the packet of case 
materials to the teen and adult attorneys.  
The trial judge is given a sheet with the 
names of the defendants, the charges and 
the names of the adult and juvenile 
attorneys. 
 
The coordinator insures that the positions 
of clerk and bailiff are filled and that 
adequate jurors will be present to decide 
the cases.  An adequate jury pool can be 
maintained with regular notices to school 
bulletins about court sessions and in the 
course of presenting the school 
curriculum.  The program may want to use 
posters and other means of advertisement 
to stir interest in the program. 



 
 33

The coordinator must arrive early enough 
to court to set up the courtroom, give 
appropriate instructions and paperwork to 
court staff, and answer questions that may 
arise.  The coordinator should also survey 
the court facilities as they exist prior to the 
evening’s court sessions so that everything 
may be returned to its original condition 
when the evening has ended. 
 
The coordinator welcomes participants 
and visitors and explains the basic rules:  
no gum, no hats, no leaving the courtroom 
while cases are in progress, and the 
common courtesies to be observed in the 
court building.  The coordinator makes 
appropriate notation on court records 
regarding attendance by any defendant. 
 
The clerk takes sign-ins for jury duty for 
the evenings cases and the bailiff 
circulates a sign-in form for guests in the 
audience.  The jury is self-selecting for the 
cases.  The coordinator, however, should 
make any necessary adjustments if it is 
apparent that a case has too many or too 
few former defendants.  Codefendants 
from a case should not be allowed to serve 
as jurors on the same jury. 
 
At the conclusion of the case the 
coordinator meets with the child and a 
parent regarding the verdict and how the 
sentence is to be satisfied.  Upon 
completion of the verdict and the 
expiration of any period of supervision, 
the coordinator notifies the probation 
department or the referring police agency 
that the case has been closed.  If local 
police agencies have requested special 
notification of the disposition of the case, 
the appropriate information is to be 
forwarded.  When the juvenile completes 
the sentence, a letter of congratulations is 
sent which includes exit appointment 

information and instructions for obtaining 
the sealing of the offender’s record. 
 
If the defendant fails to complete a 
sentence, the coordinator is responsible for 
meeting with the parent and child to 
determine why the problem exists and how 
to correct it.  Added sanctions may be 
imposed within the guidelines set by the 
program.  A meeting with the supervising 
judge of the program may be necessary.  If 
all efforts have failed, or if the juvenile 
chooses to leave the program, the case 
should be returned to the probation 
department or referring police agency for 
appropriate disposition. 
 
COMMUNITY SERVICE: 
 
Many of the cases include community 
service hours.  It is the responsibility of 
the coordinator to make these 
arrangements.  Locating events, activities 
and responsible supervision can be a 
challenge.  While community service is 
assigned as “punishment,” it should hold 
value for the offender.  The hope is to 
repay the community for the infraction, 
damage or inconvenience caused by the 
crime.  Having the defendant soured on 
future community service is not the intent.  
Learning about the minor’s interests, 
capabilities or skills can help in selecting 
an appropriate community service project. 
 
Road clean-up, fairground or recreation 
park work are usually available.  
Convalescent hospital volunteering has 
been successful, as has assigning minors to 
work with willing Little League teams, 
soccer or other sports coaches.  Local 
libraries have children’s story hours; after 
school day care programs are anxious for 
help.  Other events include CPR Saturday, 
Special Olympics, Start-A-Heart, Great 
American Smoke Out, various marathons 
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and service club events.  Frequently 
students will know and identify some 
place they could volunteer their assigned 
hours.  The program needs a simple, but 
good, system for tracking the completion 
of community service hours. 
 
As the students complete their sentence, 
all components are to be recorded on a 
tracking form.  Court dates for jury service 
are given to the parent and offender 
immediately after the trial.  If educational 
classes have been assigned, forms and 
instruction for enrollment also are 
reviewed at the end of the trial. 
 
It is the juvenile’s responsibility to report 
to the coordinator, or any designated 
individual, any trial attended and indicate 
their case number so the file can be pulled 
and the appropriate completion noted on 
the case tracking form. 
 
While responsibility for completion of the 
sentence ultimately must be on the 
offender, the coordinator, in reality, must 
frequently remind juveniles of missed 
court dates and other deficiencies in the 
completion of the sentence. 
 
Any letters of apology or restitution to any 
victim must be routed through the 
coordinator for proper tracking. 
 
Viewing of drug and alcohol films must be 
arranged by the coordinator.  County and 
district personnel can assist in loaning the 
necessary films. 
 
The coordinator must be prepared to deal 
with counseling issues.  One of the 
advantages of having a coordinator with a 
P..P.S. or a M.S.W. is that counseling can 
take place with the student regarding 
personal issues as well as general school 
issues. 

Alternatives and resources can be 
discussed related to current behavior, and 
assistance and plans can be suggested to 
help the student in affecting changes in 
behavior.  It is a fact that counseling for 
the entire family in dealing with a current 
situation (and the incidents leading up to 
it) around the juvenile’s behavior 
frequently is the task of the coordinator.  It 
is important that the coordinator be 
familiar with local resources to assist the 
families. 
 
ADULT ATTORNEY TRAINING: 
 
Mentoring attorneys are drawn from the 
area though presentations to service clubs 
and bar association  meetings.  Interested 
attorneys are invited to a meeting where 
they are given a packet of information on 
youth court procedures and are asked to 
sign up for a particular date to mentor the 
student attorneys.  They should be 
instructed on the proper rule of a 
mentoring attorney: to answer questions 
and assist students; not run the case or 
force the student attorneys to do things 
that the adult attorney wants.  The adult 
attorneys also may assist the students in 
their training at mock trials. 
 
STUDENT TRAINING: 
 
High school freshmen receive the juvenile 
justice curriculum unit in their normal 
coursework and become familiar with  
youth court proceedings.  Many upper 
grade students are also interested in the 
project and learn about the court 
procedures through attending trials as 
spectators and jurors. 
 
There are two ways of conducting training 
for student participants.  The  first system 
is to use adult trainers who are willing to 
share their time and skill in training the 
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students.  The program will need to recruit 
real court clerks, bailiffs and attorneys 
willing to talk to the  students.  These 
individuals bring broad experience and are 
able to answer most any question about the 
process.  Personal stories based on their 
experiences generates interest and 
enthusiasm.  Attorneys are particularly 
helpful in teaching the young attorneys to 
properly prepare for cases, develop a list 
of questions to ask the witnesses, and 
organize the opening statements and 
closing arguments.  Attorneys can assist in 
reading police reports and to utilize what 
is and is not disclosed by the reports.   
 
The second approach is to use experienced 
students to train the new participants.  
There are a number of advantages to this 
approach.  First, and most importantly, 
students speak the same language to each 
other.  Peers tend to listen to other peers 
better than to the adults.  The experienced 
student attorneys can comment effectively 
on what student juries will respond to, 
they can assist in reading reports and 
preparation of the case.  In short, for the 
purposes of youth court, the student 
attorneys can be equally effective as the 
adult attorneys.  Scheduling problems can 
be reduced since adult work time is not 
involved.  The training can occur at the 
local school, particularly if there are 
experienced attorneys at that site. 
 
A collection of training materials for 
student defense and prosecution attorneys 
and court staff, together with a training 
outline is included in the appendix of 
forms at the end of these materials. 
 
YOUTH COURT CALENDAR YEAR: 
 
Placer County Peer Court runs from 
September through May, with four court 
sessions per month alternating between 

Roseville and Auburn.  Sessions in 
Auburn have one regular trial department 
with three cases per night.  Another 
courtroom is used for tobacco or truancy 
panels.  Roseville runs two courts per 
night, three cases per courtroom. 
 
Trials are not held the week of 
Thanksgiving, during the Christmas 
holiday period, or during spring break.  
 
It is critical to work with the school 
calendar.  Students tend to be very busy 
with graduation and other end of the year 
activities.  Competition for students’ time 
makes court dates in June a frustration in 
getting adequate participation.  Vacation 
and work schedules in the summer make 
an extended summer court schedule 
impossible.  The Placer County program 
does hold two court sessions in early June, 
usually  for most of the day, to clean up 
any cases unresolved during the regular 
school year. 
 
SCHOOL AND SPEAKER 
SCHEDULING: 
 
The ideal schedule of speakers begins with 
a police officer and concludes with a 
presentation by the California Youth 
Authority.  In order to schedule classroom 
speakers a school calendar and class 
schedules are necessary.  Bell schedules at 
high school vary widely.  Contending with 
assembly, advisory, shortened day, block 
and other special schedules, and in-service 
days makes scheduling a challenge.  
Additional information will come from 
teachers, such as when they would like to 
teach the unit, which periods are best, the 
length of the period, location of the class, 
and whether classes will be combined . 
 
Making the most of the speaker’s day is 
essential since many of the presenters have 
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left critical court positions to volunteer 
their time.  Speakers frequently have 
conflicts.  Utmost in consideration is the 
scheduling of the judge when he or she has 
time.  The other pieces of the system such 
as the attorneys, probation officer , police 
need to be worked in as best possible.  The 
gang experts and the coordinator 
frequently have the most flexible 
schedules.  The Youth Authority team is 
limited in the number of times they can be 
away from their facility in a given week; 
advance scheduling with this group is 
imperative.   
 
Speakers will need a map to the school, 
schedule of time and location, class size 
and length, where they are to report on 
arrival at the campus, and who is to meet 
them.   
 
When there are large breaks of time in the 
schedule, try to schedule the speaker at 
one of the nearby schools also teaching the 
unit.  It is not unusual for a continuation 
high school to teach the class during a 
single period.  Such classes frequently can 
be accommodated during multiple 
presentations at a nearby comprehensive 
high or junior high school.  In any event, a 
complete schedule of the day should be 
given to presenters so they can plan their 
work or take work with them should they 
so choose. 
 
Teachers are advised regarding the last 
minute possibilities of cancellation should 
unforeseen circumstances arise.  If the 
coordinator can remain flexible, occasions 
may arise where other speakers can be 
filled in with little or no notice. 
 
RECOGNITION: 
 
It is important to celebrate the success of 
the program and everyone’s efforts at the 

end of the year.  Holding a pizza party or 
some other recognition event is essential.  
Teachers who have taught the curriculum 
unit, mentoring attorneys, training and 
classroom presenters, board members, pro 
tem attorneys and all of the participating 
students should be invited.  Certificates of 
appreciation and other momentos should 
be distributed. 
 
A scholarship program can be created if 
funds permit.  The dollar amount of an 
award is not so important as the 
recognition of the student recipient.  
Making the scholarship presentation at the 
high school awards assembly provides 
added recognition for the student in front 
of his peers and teachers.  The local bar 
association is a good source of seed 
money.  Memorial contributions in the 
name of a deceased judge, attorney or law 
enforcement officer can be placed in this 
fund.  Service clubs frequently will be 
willing to make small donations; the 
scholarship provides an opportunity to 
contribute to an educational youth 
program, a funding category most service 
clubs utilize. 
 
Publicity through radio shows and 
newspaper article keeps the project visible 
in the community.  Share the program’s 
successes.  Bring the community in and let 
them feel proud of what is happening in 
their local area and the pro-active role that 
is being taken to address crime issues.  
Television news programs may want to 
film portions of trials, something that can 
be very informative to the public.  With 
any public exposure of the program, care 
must be taken, however, to obtain the 
appropriate waivers of confidentiality.  
Even with such waivers, defendant’s 
names should not be used unless full and 
informed consent is given by the child and 
a parent. 
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VII. FUNDING 

 
Funding of youth courts, absent 
extraordinary circumstances, will be a life-
time struggle.  The ideal funding system is 
to secure a permanent spot in the budget of 
some government agency.  Such 
opportunities, at least at the outset of any 
program, are very rare.  The search for 
funds should be a collaborative effort by 
all involved agencies.  Even small 
contributions of cash or in-kind services 
can make the difference necessary to run a 
new project. 
 
Possible funding sources include: 
 
1. Safe and Drug Free Schools funds. 
2. Safe Schools funds from school 

sites. 
3. Drug, Alcohol, Tobacco Education 

(DATE) funds. 
4. Donations from service clubs for 

specific projects. 
5. Local bar associations. 
6. Grants from the Office of Criminal 

Justice Planning (OCJP). 
7. Service learning grants from Cal 

Serve (State Department of 
Education). 

8. Payments from individual school 
districts for services rendered. 

9. United Way. 
10. County general funds. 
11. Probation departments. 
12. Mental health departments. 
13. Trial court, through trial court 

funding with the state. 
14. Health and Human Service 

departments. 

Program expansion will require more 
extensive funding.  Grants should be an 
aggressive part of seeking support.  The 
program must be cognizant, however, of 
the conditions imposed by grants.  
Programs funded entirely by grants may 
find that they are being grant driven 
instead of youth need driven. 
 
Nationally the student service learning 
concept is gaining momentum.  Most 
recently through the Commission on 
National and Community Service, a grant 
program to fund K-12 programs has been 
created.  These federal dollars flow into 
California through the CalServe program.  
In 1994, for example, $1.6 million was 
allocated to California projects.  The 
Placer County Peer Court project was one 
of the 36 school based projects funded.  
Service leaning projects must infuse 
community service experiences into the 
school curriculum and be a natural 
outgrowth of the desired learning of 
students. 
 
Following some degree of experience and 
evaluation, the project could approach the 
local board of supervisors for partial 
funding.  The cost of having a juvenile go 
though youth court is far less costly than 
going through the regular juvenile justice 
system (where costs range from $3,000 to 
$5,000 per offender).  Many of the young 
offenders will reach some portion of the 
system in any event; why not make it the 
least expensive and the most effective? 
 



Youth courts can assist schools in 
complying with several new educational 
mandates such as Goals 2000, School to 
Work Transition and Service Leaning.  
The project also meets the Safe School 
Plan requirements.  Every effort should be 
made to collaborate in seeking funding 

with law enforcement, schools, cities, 
chambers of commerce, health agencies or 
any other entity involved with community 
health and safety.  With each of these 
mandates and initiatives comes funding 
opportunities.

  
  
  
 IX.  EVALUATION 

 
 
 

The Placer County Peer Court project 
utilizes pre and post testing of students in 
the content area of the peer court 
curriculum.  Peer Court also is integrated 
into other curriculum departments that 
require students to perform community 
service as a course requirement.  In these 
courses students write about their 
experiences and observations. 
 
It is essential that students be provided 
reflection time to integrate and internalize 
the experiences of the actual youth court 
process.  Facilitation of students thoughts 
can be carried out at the end of a court 
session by the presiding judge.  In the 
classroom, teachers and the various 
speakers can facilitate this formative 
evaluation.  The youth court board of 
directors also must evaluate the program 
processes and results, making appropriate 
adjustments for continual improvement. 
 
Recidivism results should be tracked as 
one means of evaluating the success the 
program has with the offenders who 
participate.  It is essential to have good 
dialog and careful record keeping between 
the coordinator and local law enforcement 

agencies and juvenile probation 
department. 
 
An outside agency needs to be involved in 
evaluating the annual goals and objectives 
of the project.  It is important to ensure 
that service learning is being taught 
effectively through academic concepts and 
skills.  The program must develop an 
understanding of the whole criminal 
justice system, particularly the juvenile 
justice component.   The program must 
instill in the participants a sense of the 
rights and responsibilities of all citizens 
and a process where students may learn to 
effectively evaluate the consequences of 
their actions. 
 
The measure of recidivism is relatively 
easy to accomplish with any good data 
tracking system.  The measure of the 
subtle changes in students’ attitudes 
toward the justice system is extraordinarily 
difficult to measure.  How does any 
program determine that a crime was not 
committed because the potential offender 
attended a youth court trial?  Yet the 
development of some form of self-
criticism is critical to the continued 
relevancy and vitality of the project. 
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There are some things that an organization 
does that simply “feels right;” empirical 
data is not necessary to prove that the 
program is doing some good.  
Introspection, backed up with measurable 
and objective data, can be vital in making 
proper program decision.  A good data 
base can be critical in the process of grant 
applications.  Clearly there are no “off the 
shelf” evaluation systems.  Programs will 
need to create their own method of 
evaluation from the unique attributes and 
legal culture.  
 
The Placer County Peer Court program 
has utilized a variety of tools for 
evaluation: 
 
1. Student pre and post tests:  

Students are given a simple test on 
the juvenile justice system and 
some of the laws affecting youth 
prior to the presentation of the unit 
in the schools; the same test is 
given at the end of the unit.  A 
comparison of the results is some 
indication as to the effectiveness of 
the educational component of the 
project. 

 
2. Teacher and school administrator 

evaluations: 

Teachers are asked to comment on 
the perceived effectiveness of the 
program in the classroom and at 
the school.  Teachers generally are 
in the best position to assess the 
strengths of the curriculum unit 
and to suggest modifications that 
will make the unit more interesting 
to the students. 
 

3. Community impact survey: 
The survey is given to attorneys 
who participate in the project as 
mentors, and to other participants 
and spectators.  The survey solicits 
comments on the program, how it 
can be improved, and whether the 
program appears to have a positive 
impact on juvenile offenders. 

 
4. Exit survey by parent and offender: 

Each participating parent and 
young offender is asked to 
comment on the Peer Court 
experience.  The survey is 
anonymous to encourage candid 
responses.  The purpose of the 
survey is to determine how these 
key participants view the 
effectiveness of the program.  Each 
are asked to comment on any 
behavior changes, and suggestions 
for improvement. 

 
 




